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ABSTRACT 

This paper describes one teacher's use of a 
videotaped mystery series to stimulate students' entries in dialogue 
journals. Students are shown an episode of the mystery in class and 
are then asked to write a personal response to it. The aim of the 
journals is to enhance student confidence and writing skills. Results 
of an analysis of the journal entries during one year are presented. 
Characteristics of the interactions are discussed, with excerpts from 
students' entries. It is found that journal writing is advantageous 
because it has the qualities of good conversation, is 
student-generated, the writing is regular, students write to 
accomplish a variety of real purposes (requesting information, asking 
factual questions, asking clarification, expressing opinion, 
describing a personal problem, activating memory, describing personal 
events) , and the writing is varied in topic, genre, and length. The 
video is used as a springboard for students to express their own 
feelings and ideas. Rather than correction, teacher response models 
good writing; ultimately, some students request correction. Students 
have received the journal writing idea with consistent enthusiasm. 
(Contains eight references, and several complete student entries and 
teacher responses are appended.) (mSE) 
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Abstract 

The paper is a report of ongoing research concerning the 
viability of dialogue journal writing based on the stimulus of an FIT 
video. At the end of each secfioj 7 , the students write a personal 
response to that section; this in turn isjvsponded to by the teacher. 
The aim of dialogue journals is to enhance the student’s confidence 
and writing ability. There are encouraging signs that both of these 
ajjiis a/e being accomplished. 



1. Introduction 

Reid (1993) ha\s defined dialogue journals as “interactive 
journals in which students write entries to and for the teacher, and 
the teacher responds with a journal cntiy of his/her own” (p. 163). 
W'hat is thus created is, therefore, a personalized dialogue within the 
larger classnxjm framework. Although the content of dialogue 
journals is often defined by mutual interests or classroom events, in 
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this case the dialogue journal writing was based on the general 
stimulus of the video course The lericlio Conspiracy (IIollett,& 

Baldwin, D192). Despite this apparently "defined” content, the points 
raised in the journals were, as we shall see, in no way resh icted to 
The Tcricho Cosoiracv. Two rather unlikely teaching techniques 
have, therefore, been brought together: dialogue journal writing and 
learning by video. This is not a combination wliich has been tried 
previously, as far as can be ascertained. 

The Tericho Conspiracy is an eight-episode mysteiy stoiy set in 
Oxford, involving intrigue in big business, politics, and the academic 
world. It naturally brings ciueries to students minds about the 
moves made by characters in the stoiy to introduce a new topic, 
change the topic, or assert a higher role relationship to the other 
chai acters. The interpersonal communication aspect of various 
characters, as we shall see later on, brings up various questions and 
opinions by Uie students. Also, decoding various utterances all 
becomes an interest and a challenge. From the cultural point of view, 
students may interpret the dialog according to their own cultural 
conventions and expectations, which may lead to misinterpretations 
and misunderstandings about the stoiy. I’lie value of dialogue 
journal writing lies in the open exchange of ideas that can occur, and 
the concern with and acceptance by the teacher of the student’s 
writings. It also reciuires that both parties make substantive 
contributions of more or less eciual length and discuss topics of 
mutual interest. 

When 1 explained to the students what we were going to do 
they were interested in the idea and each student brought a nole- 
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book to class the next week. All 28 students write each time. If they 
are absent they still write voluntarily and give it to me the next day. 

I encourage them to talk about the story in their writings and ask 
questions about it if there was something they do not understand. I 
told them that I would do my best to answer them, and that I would 
also respond to an34hing else they wanted to tell me. 1 did not sug- 
gest how long each entry should be but they are usually about 3/4 of 
a page. 

This pajxir is an in-progress report of one semester of journal 
writing in the video classroom with second-year Junior College stu- 
dents at a college in Western Japan. It is not a writing coui'se, but 
writing is a focus through the video that we are studying. Students 
write in their journal eveiy third week, when we have completed a 
unit. 

2. loumal Writing: Background 

Journal writing is currently being used in a variety of teaching con- 
texts and is arousing considerable interest because of its edUv.«.donal, 
social and communicatis o asi^cts. Tor example, in teacher training it 
has been described as having the following benefits: 

1. Students can get help with areas of course content where 
they arc having difficulty. 

2. Journal writing helps promote autonomous learning. 

3. Students gain confidence in theii’ ability to learn, to make 
sense of difficult material, and to have original insights. 

4. Classroom discussion becomes more productive, 

5. I'he journal encourages students to make connections 
between the course content and their own teaching. 
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6. Journals create interaction beyond the classroom, both 
between teacher and student, and among students. 

7. Journals make the class more process oriented. (Brinlon. 
Holton, & Goodwin, 1993; Porter ct al, 1990) 

Despite being written with the preparation of teachers in mind, the 
above comments--with the exception, perhaps, of number five— all 
apply to the language classroom. Taken together they reflect an atti- 
tude of mutual help and responsibility in which both the teacher’s 
role and the student’s role are altered from the traditional teacher- 
student one in significant ways. Some researchers have also found 
that ESL freshmen composition classes in the first language setting 
for international students has had a positive impact on students’ 
writing attidudes and habits (Spack & Sadow, 1983) 

Reid’s ( 1993) comprehensive account of journal writing high- 
lights the interactive nature of dialogue journals: “The teacher reads 
the entries without correcting, responding to what is written, not 
hoiv it is written” (p. 163). The focus, she says, is on fluency and 
communication, adding that research shovi« that “teachers’ responses 
are taken seriously by students, the individual attention is appreci- 
ated” (p. 163), 

3. The Dialogue Toumals in Action 

A more specifically language teaching application of dialogue 
journal writing has been outlined by Kreeft, Shuy, Staton, Reed, & 
Morrow (1984). They lecl that certain characteristics of the interac- 
tion of the nonnative English s^xsakers becomes available. We can sec 
this in the following set of examples: 
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(^\) Journal ivrJring has the qualities of good conversation. 

Both the students and the teacher can choose the topics to 
disc uss. Both can conhibute equally, making comments and 
offering observations and opinions, requesting and giving 
(tlarification, asking and answering questions. In practice there 
was increased communication between the students and 
myself. Since most teachers do not have the opportunity of 
time to converse with students individually out of class» this 
written discourse has increased my awareness of the 
students’ personalities immensely. Without the journal 1 am 
unlikely to know any more about these students than any of 
the students in my other classes. Because the student has 
sometimes ‘revealed’ something to me in their journal it can 
have a positive effect when teaching the class. Students 
can feel that they have a direct link to you and nobody 
else in the class knows. One student wrote in her journal 
Mrs. Benson!. I'm fine but my husband has been to Europe 
for business trip sine 9th June. A cuple of day ago, when 
Greece has an terrible earthquake he was in Greece. I was 
very worried till he called next day. He sleep through it!" 
ITiis student then went on to talk about the unit in question 
but she talked about her personal worry first.Another student 
wrote “Don't we do ciossword, PI 4? I like solving the c 
crossword puzzle vety much. I have aheady done nearly 
completely’’ The next week we did it in class and this 
student kept completely ciuiet letting no one know what she 
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had written to me. Likewise, I made no reference of the 
written interaction. 

('hi The writing is student generated. 

'fhey write about what interests them from the unit they have 
just seen or other topics that interest them. The teacher often 
also initiates topics but most often responds to and encourages 
the student. Therefore, the teacher essentially shares control 
of the writing with the students. 

A concern that can come up is about confidentiality. The 
teacher can end up being a counselor so only the teacher can 
steer the journal in the direction that is comfortable if this 
situation arises. There can be occasions when knowing 
something about a student that would not come out in class can 
be helpful in a relationship with that student in the class. On 
the other hand, it can be a problem that in fact does nothing 
to enhance the student-teacher relationship in class but given 
the dialogue you are unsure of how to handle the information. 

It is important to maintain the student’s privacy in the journal. 
Recently a student wrote, ”My boyfriend and I often go to love 
hotels.. What do you thuik about that ACrs V.7 Have you been? 
My mother does not know, How' can I stop her from finding 
out/" 1 felt this was private information and not to be shared 
even with colleagues. I decided to speak to the student 
privately and invited her to my office. After a while she 
decided that going to love motels might not be the wisest thing 
for her to do 
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(c) The writing is rcgiihir. 

Although journal writing is usually thought of as being done 
more often than the students in this class actually write, it is 
evident that students look back on what they have written and 
make decisions. (Student A— I cun understand this stoiy more 
than before. / won T ask so many question now) . Topics can be 
continued as needed; likewise they can be dropped when 
boredom sets in. When students arc absent they become 
worried about how to ‘catch up’ “Can I come to your office and 
you teach me”... “What did I miss? “ This is all veiy flattering 
for the teacher. 

(ci> The writing is functional 

Students write to accomplish a wide variety of real purposes, 
riicy might request information (Student B-”Why does Tom 
dislike Gary vciy much?”); ask a factual question (Do you think 
opera can play at a place like the Arts CenterF"),; or ask for 
clarification (Student C~ Wilbury need a lot of money. How 
much pound to the yen nowF); offer an opinion (I think Celia is 
enigma persem),; describe a personal problem (Meguini.- 
"yesterday my pet was died. My pet was a rabbit. It was veiy 
very sad”); or voice a complaint (Student D--I hate people who 
is Just thinking about moneymaking. How about you Mrs. 
VensonF). Rccognition/mcnioiy is often activated, as in a scene 
in the video in which a character in the stoiy has a glass of 
orange juice (I have been drunk American orange Juice when I 
went to America as honiestay. I can’t forget the taste, it was 
different from Japans. Do you ever drink it Mrs. V.7) Personal 
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events may be described, as in: "/saw his Majesty the Emperor 
and her Majesty the Emperor near my home on Sunday. Wasn't 
I lucky?). 

(e) The writing is vaiied in terms of topic, genre, and length. 

Although studcnls have a free hand on what to write aboul, 
they are encouraged to write about the video, gmng their 
opinions, expressing likes/dislikes about the characters as well 
as any other topic they might want to discuss. They often ask 
my opinion or want clarification of the plot or culturally un- 
familiar ideas. Entries usually mn to at least half a page, but 
regai'dless of length my response is the same or usually more , 
never less. 

4. Tounial Writing as Springboard 

One of the revealing aspects of the dialogue journals in relation 
to the video is the “springboard” idea. The springboard is pro- 
vided by the video, and the student then "dives” off into her 
own feelings or ideas. Consider the following: 

Mrs. Benson, 

I wonder why the man who stole Jane’s bag could go 
aivay it soon: because she bad a bicycle but the man didn ’l have 
it, I guess. I suppose that he had been rimning after her bicycle. 
Maybe he is good at running. the way, J was good at nnming 
when I was a junior high school student. Now I'm not good at 
rimning and I don't like it 'cause it is so hard for me. In my 
opinion, iiinning is good for healthy. Any'v^ay, how so you think 
about his ability of running? And do you like to run? I want to 
run in the morning for my health, but it doesn't go well. 
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The idea of running, or perhaps jogging, was prompted by the 

video, and led to the student’s own feelings about her desire to 
start running once again and become healthy. Here is an even 
more extreme example of the springboard idea: 

IXxir Vcn.soii 



When I watched the video, I was veiy exciting. Because 
the tape was stolen and Jane think Metcalf stole it, Metcalf 
doesn ’t want to keep the Arts Centre. 

I agree to save the ARTS CENTRE. I think ARTS CENTRE 
need to enjoy our life. There have many events. For instance, 
concerts, many ceieivonics, games and so on. 

Do you think that ARTS CEETTRE need? 
iVc hve several Arts Centers in Hiroshima. 

Where have you been to? 

By the way, Gary can play piano. 

Can you play piano? I can play piano. 

His rap is veiy pretty. 

Do you think so? 

Jane's hair style is short hair. I want to cut my hair. 

I'k) you iva/ 7 f to cut your hair? 

Her pierced earrings is veiy pritty. I want it because 1 
like collecting it. 

Do you want, t(x>? 

Do you like collecting it? 

I often listen to radio. 

Do you listen to radio? 
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The above is from a student who is extremely shy, reminding one of 

the quote by Hulings, who says: 

'Theie are no shy students in the dialogue 
journal class. Reluctant speakers arc amongst r.iy 
most eager writers’', (quoted in Peyton & Reed 
1990, p. 13). 



5. Tlie Question of Correction 

Although I have suggested there are many benefits to journal 
writing it should be remembered that it is not an intended idea that 
the reading and writing skills will necessarily improve. The theoreti- 
cal idea is that students will most likely read more keenly when they 
get their journal back because they have a personal and vested in- 
terest in knowing the response that the teacher has written. Has the 
teacher answered the questions that were asked? What information 
is the teacher giving the student? 

At the outset the students were told that 1 would not correct 
any of their grammar, or spelling mistakes, nor would I gi*adc it. It 
was, and should be, a private dialogue between each student and 
myself and it would not be shared with other students in class. I 
would return the journal to them the next week with my response, 
'fruc journal writing rcciuircs that both parties make substantive 
contributio s of more or less equal length and discuss some topics of 
mutiml interest (Peyton, & Reed 1990). 

Nevci thcless, the idea of correction remains, since the situation, 
after all, is a leaching one. In the entries quoted above there is still 
obvioush a need for instruction in areas such as organization and 
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paragrapliing. Consequently, the long-temi changes, if any, in the 
students’ writing remains one of the fascinating topics, and it will be 
inloresling to see whether or not any of the journals show marked 
changes as the year progresses. It is to be hoped that the students 
would, of their own accord, begin to emulate the style and layout of 
the teacher, and would begin to produce "correct ” organization in 
tciins of paragraphs and so forth. 

A major difference is that when I write my response I write 
across the petge from left to right, not in a shopping list style as often 
happens with them, and I natui-ally indent my pamgraphs. I'he idea 
is tliat students might notice the difference between my style and 
theirs and make a change. In the last journal that has been written I 
did suggest to a few students that perhaps it might be a good idea to 
indent paragraphs and arrange material so as to form “blocks” of 
thought, out I did not dwell on this. After all, the paramount benefit 
of dialogue journal writing is promoting communication between 
teacher and students. If this idea is not maintained the process turns 
into just another writing class without any of the formal benefits of a 
writing class. As a teacher I know that knowledge of different types 
of writing is important, so that the student can eventually know how 
to do reports, write persuasive essays and so on. The teacher of 
journal writing is therefore caught between the process and product 
aspects of the work in hand. 

6. lournal Writing: A Preliminaiv Evaluation 

riiis form of writing seems to suit the usually hesitant, shy and 
retiring Japanese student vciy well. As one student pul it, “In your 
class ] talk to you wore. I think it’s good.” She means through her 
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journal there is three-party communication - one being the paper. 
Somehow the student will not lose “face” with the paper between us. 
Also, when they talk this way they arc not under the scrutiny of 
their classmates: It is a written conversation and it is student gener- 
ated. There is a hidden discourse which docs not come out weekly in 
class but is able to be expressed in the written discourse. I am calling 
it hidden because if it was verbalized in class I would clarify the sit- 
uation: for example, “Why arc Tom mid Gmy aiigiy with each other?” 
In fact they were angiy, but not with each other. This discourse was 
not really apparent m the scene from the video. 

There has been extreme enthusiasm for journal writing in tliis 
class and interest has been very intense. Despite the fact that the 
English level is low intcmicdiate and the level of this particular 
video is quite a challenge, all of the students are comfortable and 
confident because of this unique ‘dialogue’ that is taking place. There 
were very few students who I thought needed to be given some 
ideas on expanding their participation in journal writing. One way to 
to do this is by relating an experience. This could be a result of the 
classwork or something out of the classroom. 1 found students 
quickly picked up on this, especially with anything to do with outside 
of the classroom, luid comments were made in the journals. Tor 
example in my response to one student I asked, “//ow old do you 
think Celia is? Is she nmiricd? What about children? When the 
student wrote the next time she picked up on tliis: “siLspicioiis 
churactev Celia is, so she can’t be married or have child. To career 
cotu erned to be married” 
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Por their last journal entry this semester, 1 incorporated it into 

their class after they had done a role-play with their partner for 
their oral final. 1 thought it might be an anti-climax to start writing 
after a test, so I suggested that perhaps they would like to include 
an evaluation of themselves on their oral performance as well as 
writing about anything else. These arc the questions 1 suggested 
they might want to think about: 

1. Did you speak loudly enough? 

2. How clear was your pronunciation? 

3. Did you start and end your phone call appropriately? 

4. Did you explain your problem clearly? 

5. What vvould you like to do more of next semester? 

1 feel the journals in Appendix 1, (a), (b), (c), & (d) demonstrated a 
fair evaluation of their performance. A number of students said they 
"mumbled” because they were nervous. Other said they had done the 
best Job that they could, which appeared to be true. Another said, "/ 
somotiwes spoke Japanese Ungiish, didn't 17 There was no mention 
by any of them about their actual writing ability. I was not asked 
for instance, "how is my writing or how do I write better?” 

7. Conclusion 

When I decided to incorporate dialogue journal writing into 
this oral Pnglish video class I did not know what to expect or indeed 
if it ^vould work at all. 1 wanted to include writing as part of the 
\idco course and have them do more than just write a letter to a 
character in the story'. 

I haw been pleasantly surprised. All the students, even the 
weaker ones, arc anxious to write when the time comes. I remind 
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them the previous week to bring their journal for the next week and 

rarely does a student forget. It is a quiet time, time to think and 
ponder for that period of time in the class.We have been studying 
vocabulary from the video which has enabled the students to better 
describe feelings, emotions and situations. Dictionaries are used a 
lot, and I find very few spelling mistakes. However, as for 
grammar, that seime idea does not prevail. Sometimes when I write 
my response I have difficulty understanding what has been written 
so I will question it in my response. Then, when it comes time to 
write the next entry I am asked to “p/ease corwet my poor 
grammar . " I do this in a limited way, since I do not want to get 
away from the situation at hand, which is dialogue journal writing. 

The students have developed a sense of ownership, and when 
we take ownership of something then we take responsibility. 
Cluestions are asked, information and opinions given and I feel that it 
is only through their journal that I know they have a complete grasp 
of this class. Hecause of the general hesitancy of students to speak 
out in class, a teacher may not be able to judge completely the 
thorough understanding a student has of a class. As Mohan (1991) 
points out. content and language instruction go hand-in-hand. He 
notes, “'leachers should question language teaching that ignores the 
content of communication and content teaching that ignores tlic 
language of communication” (p. 7). 
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Appendix 1 (a) 

Journal Rnlry: Student: 

!>}ar Ms. Venson, 

Mi, What’s new? Recently it’s humid, isn’t it? 

Maybe you feel bad. So do I. Also 1 have a lot 
of Final Exam. By the way, todays, performance 
was terrible. That’s my fault. It was not enough 
practice with my partner. I'm afraid you feel sad. 

So sorr^'. I think I didn’t speak loudly enough. Its 
because 1 have no confidence. Secondly, my pronunciation 
was too bad. Especially, “inherited” and “evasion” is hard 
for me. Othcrw'ise, it's not fluently and not natural speaking 
on the phone. Tliirdly, 1 think I started phone call well but 
it maybe small voice, 1 hesited a little bit. Finally, if I can do 
next semester, I would like to speak more loudly and clearly. 

1 of course will practice harder than last time. Don’t hesitate 
and confident. I learned many things in this semester. It was 
useful. For example, I learned about the importance of think- 
ing. Everytiine I had to think when 1 watched the video. So 
I would like to keep going about everything. 
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Response: Teacher 
l!)ear Student A: 

Yes, it is humid but I do like hot weather so in Japan that 
means it is going to be humid and hot in the summer. 

Your pronunciation was not as bad as you thought it 
was but 1 could tell that you both had not practiced 
sufficiently. Shame on you! Unfortunately, this 
situation gave you less confidence, hence the small 
voice, so next semester let us really pmctice and expand the 
ideas that you have written about. 

How do you feel about doing your oral test in front 
of the class instead of in my office? Is it more or less pressure 
for you? Let me know what you think. 

How would you like to have Celia as a boss? Do you think 
she would be moody? For myself, I think she knows her job 
very well but 1 would not be very keen to work for her. 

What are you going to do this summer? See you in 



October. 
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Appendix 1 (b) 



Journal l-.nlry: Student 



Dear Benson 



I was very excited this morning. 

It was interested in conversation so I enjoyed it. 

1 did Nancy (Jane’s friend in Australia). 1 thought 
she is very kind. 

1 spoke loudly. Did you hear iny voice? I think you 



But I mistook pronunciation of A$l-400,000. 1 Practiced 
pronunciation hard. Was my pronounce good? 1 thought 
1 could do very well. Our phone call was natural I think. 

1 have never called in English, so it was difficult for us. 
By the way, why did Metcalf change his name in 1988? 

I want to know his name before change. 

Have a nice summer. 



did. 
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Writing 



Video: A Stimulus for Dialogue Journal 




Rosonsei Teacher 
i:tear R. 



I could hear }'Ou verj' well from where 1 was sitUng, 
Your pronunciation is improving but try not to speak 
so fast, give yourself time to pronounce the words. 

Many students mispronounced A$ 1400,000. so don’t feel 
alone. 

I enn afraid I don’t know what Metcalfs name was 
before he changed it. Tlie book does not tell us the 
answer to that question. What name do you think 
suits him? 

How did you like doing your oral final in front of 
the class instead of my office? Please let me know. 



O 

ERIC 
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Video: A Stimulus for Dialogue Journal 




21 

Writing 

Appendix 1 ( c) 

Journal Entry: Student 

I think I speak loudly and my pronunciation was almost 
good. But sometimes I spoke Japanese English, didn’t I? 
When vvG had better more longer greetings 1 could explain 
what I wanted well enough. Because we studied hard for 
examination. Next semester, 1 wanto speak more naturally 
and 1 am going to attend this class. I was absent from this 
class two times because 1 teached English at a junior high 
school. 1 think today’s test was good. 
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Response: Teacher 

l^ar Student C: 

Yes, you did speak some Japanese English! 1 wonder 
what Nancy thought of it. Next semester let us try and stop 
that . 1 know you can do better. 

You could not help being absem for your teaching 
practice and 1 think you caught up O.K. 

What are you going to do this summer? 



O 

ERIC 
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Video: A Stimulus for Dialogue Journal 
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Appendix 1 (d) 

Journal Knlry: SlUdenl 

Tliis morning I little nervous but I could speak loudly in 
this conversation and I paid attention to "r”s pronunciation 
so almost good 1 think. 

When 1 start my phone call 1 talked about recently situation of 
each other so 1 could get well know with each other. 

Before the test I studied and researched into this story so I 
could explain what 1 wanted well. 

Next semester I want to study conversation hard and speak 
more fluently. 



Response: Teacher 

l>ar Student D; 

Jlianks for your comments. You were one of the few who 
did pay attention to the "r”s! I think you explained your part 
well but you did not give Nancy much time to respond to you. 
Also, you shouted down the phone! Speaking louder does not 
necessarily make it easier to be understood. Try and remember 
this for the next lime. 

How did you feel about doing your oral final in front of 
the class instead of in my office? Let me know what you think. 
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